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On Thursday, the Florida Supreme Court blocked from the November ballot the constitutional amendment that would have stripped lawmakers of the power to redraw legislative and congressional districts.  With the flagrant abuse of this process by politicians on both sides of the aisle across the country, the Court's ruling was a step back for our state.  Those who opposed this amendment and believe that Florida's current political mapping process is fair are mistaken.  Let me tell you why.

My family has resided in Jefferson County, Florida, for five generations.  I love this close-knit, small town community where I personally know my pharmacist, my children's teachers, and my newspaper editor.  Having spent my 60 years in Monticello, I could drive those familiar roads with my eyes shut.  As a state legislator, I was honored to represent my people and my home as a State Representative, and in 1997, I was even more privileged to serve the people of the 2nd District in Washington.  However, after the 2000 census, my district drastically changed with the Florida redistricting process.  

In an effort to weaken me politically, the Republican-controlled Legislature cut out my hometown, along with a huge chunk of Jefferson County, and placed it in a district where the representative is based some 150 miles away.  In return for cutting out a section of Jefferson County, I gained very small portions of two counties on the west side of my district, an area known to be predominately Republican.  Now, when my neighbor down the street or fellow member of my church comes to me for help, I may not technically represent them in Congress, but I help them anyway because to them, I am their Congressman.

The way that the Florida Legislature redraws political maps is politically tainted, and how could it not be?  It is naïve to think that any politician could be completely bipartisan and politically neutral when deciding political districts.  The process, when controlled by politicians of one party who have a big stake in the outcome, is wrongly manipulated to amass power.  It seems that now representatives are choosing their constituents, rather than constituents choosing their representatives.  Redistricting should not be based on political motives but on keeping communities of interest together; drawing districts that are compact and contiguous; and employing boundaries drawn on city and county lines whenever possible so that representatives can better serve those like-minded areas.  Fundamentally, politicians cannot be true to these principles when so much more is at stake.

Politically motivated redistricting is not specific to Florida or to Republicans.  Both sides of the aisle in many states have been responsible for this misuse of power.  Recently, there have been similar redistricting battles in the state legislatures of Texas, California, Ohio, Georgia, and Pennsylvania.  Whichever party has control in these states typically determines on which side of the battle the advantage falls.  On the other hand, the state of Iowa uses an independent commission to draw its districts, producing competitive political races and allowing greater room for debate and fairness in the electoral process.

The only way to keep partisan politics out of the redistricting process is to take it out of the hands of politicians, and I have proposed a solution on the federal level to do just that.  I am a cosponsor of the Fairness and Independence in Redistricting Act (FIR) with Representative John Tanner (D-TN), which would set national standards for bipartisan, independent commissions to draw each state's Congressional district maps every 10 years.  

Meaningful changes in the way we elect our representatives are needed, and unfortunately the Florida Supreme Court's decision did not get us any closer to achieving this important goal.  In spite of this ruling, it is my hope that the people of Florida will continue the fight for a fair redistricting process-one in which the power will be taken away from politicians and given back to the people of Florida where it belongs.
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